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Billy Jones
14 June 1935—3 July 2012 
BILLY JONES: Poet and artist. Born 
Camden, New Jersey, 14 June 1935. 
Arrived in Australia, February 1967. Died 
Queensland, 3 July 2012.
When I stepped off the plane & saw 
the blazing Southern Cross & heard 
the crazy laugh of a kookaburra I 
knew I’d found a spiritual home.
If ever a poet created an autobiography 
in their work, it was Billy Jones—‘I made 
sure I had a job that would last me all my 
life’. He landed in Australia when he was 
ready to be that poet and live that life. He 
came by way of Camden, New Jersey (the 
place of Walt Whitman’s death) Pasadena, 
Japan, London, Paris and Stockholm. 
A transient childhood, overseas service 
with the US Marine Corps, post-war ennui 
and the shadow of the Beats, alternative 
spirituality, jazz, a faith in both a muse and 
the wonder of nature, all led Billy Jones 
to a home in Queensland and a place in 
Australian literature.
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the universe in the eyes of a squirrel, and 
shortly after perceiving an inarticulate and 
mystical beauty in the feathers of a dead 
blue jay. Inspired by his grandfather’s 
habitual drawing he imagined how a 
hand could touch eternity by holding the 
thing or the moment and capturing the 
magical singularity in each. In his hobo 
uncle Eddy’s transience he saw a state 
of careless liberty that was to become a 
credo in his own life. Jones quit school 
and served for four years in the Marines, 
discovering along the way Dostoyevsky, 
Whitman and Wallace Stevens. Never 
having read poetry, he took up Leaves of 
grass and read it as a novel. Then reading 
Stevens’ ‘Thirteen ways of looking at a 
blackbird’ he came to poetry. In what he 
would later refer to as ‘the occupations of 
a poet’ Jones did anything necessary that 
would allow him to keep to this vocation.
Discharged from the military and 
wandering in Europe, he saw the 
original work of Vincent Van Gogh. The 
overwhelming effect of which delivered 
him to the insight that his poetry and 
need for visual expression could cohabit 
and be a balanced whole within his own 
vision. From this moment on his constant 
companions were the three volumes of 
Vincent Van Gogh’s letters.
In 1968, after a stint as a labourer on 
the Snowy Mountains Scheme, Jones 
turned up in Melbourne, and on a busy 
thoroughfare met the eyes of one Diane 
Kelly. They fell instantly in love and 
decamped to Caloundra, Queensland. In 
1970 they settled at Mary Smokes Creek, 
near Woodford, where tragically, in June 
of 1975, Diane Kelly was killed in a car 
accident on One Mile Creek Bridge. This 
deep loss sent Jones to camp beside 
the creek in an extended period of mute 
withdrawal and grief—‘For four years the 
wind in the she-oaks soothed me’. He 
stayed another twenty-two years.
before his own passing last year, he 
worked each day on a journal, recording 
his observations of the natural world and 
the journey of his life and poetry. Each 
page is written in his distinctive script of 
block capitals with the customary spiral 
signature. In this disciplined fashion he 
created 167 volumes: they record both 
excess and abstinence, ritual and reverie, 
insight and delirium. They are the diaries of 
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and a visual account of persistent theme 
or eccentric preoccupation. Often 
carnal—and sometimes ribald—they are 
??????????????????????????????????? ? ???
There are also periods, days or moments, 
which are chaste, modest or even devout. 
Whatever the page, Jones was faithful to 
his craft and the life around him.
Billy Jones published nine collections of 
poetry and drawings. His last was Crazy 
bone (2012). In this collection the reader 
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here the ghost of the blue jay plays with 
the Australian wren, happy among the 
poet’s ancestors, loves and alter egos.
Jones leaves possibly the largest body of 
unpublished work for a poet of his time. 
The journals and associated papers of 
‘Billy Bones’ will guarantee him a greater 
posthumous fame and posterity.
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in Australia, all but two of them on 
Queensland’s Sunshine Coast and 
Hinterland. 
NICHOLAS POUNDER began bookselling 
in 1969. A compulsive collector, by the 
1980s he made the move from new to old 
books and inevitably developed a concern 
for rarity and uniqueness in things printed 
and written. Eclectic in taste and prejudice, 
a special interest is in recording the small 
press production of Australian poetry 
between 1968 and 1988. Today he works 
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things, manuscripts, letters, documents 
and creative archives of all kinds.
Billy Jones at work. UQFL120, Box 8, Folder 5.
Portrait of Billy Jones
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of poetry Each 
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was published in 
Melbourne towards 
the end of 1975. 
From the time of 
Kelly’s death, Jones 
slowed and stilled his 
world in words and 
parallel illumination. 
In an old roan bound 
ledger—a gift from 
Diane Kelly—Jones 
began his magnum 
opus. From June 
1975 until moments 
